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Using the intranet as a platform for community-building is hardly 
new. Still, little is known about what’s actually happening across 
the many companies hosting online communities today. To fi nd
out, we surveyed a group of community managers, sponsors, 
software vendors and researchers in the spring of 2004. The 
results both confi rm and contradict common beliefs about 
today’s community efforts.

Introduction
Last year saw the 25th anniversary of a technology that most of 
us take for granted today: the computer bulletin board (BB). The 
humble BB is arguably the precursor to the many technologies 
that enable groups to interact online today. To mark that 
anniversary, and in cooperation with the organizers of the 7th7th7
International Conference on Virtual Communities, we conducted a 
survey of people with signifi cant experience in building virtual 
communities for businesses and other large organizations. 
Our goal was to answer the question: Where are we today 
with online communities in business? A total of 135 people 
responded to the survey. Respondents came from a wide 
variety of organizations, including such familiar names as 
AARP, Agilent Technologies, Akiva, Apple, BBC, Cisco Systems, 
Ernst & Young, Groove Networks, IBM, IEEE, Intel, JP Morgan 

Chase, Interbrew, MIT Sloan School of Management, NRI 
Research, SAP, SAS and Sun Microsystems.

The kinds of communities we covered ranged across a number 
of corporate functions, from new-product development to 
customer support. However, they fell into two broad groups, 
each represented almost equally in our sample: communities of 
customers, and communities of employees.

Here’s a brief statistical look at that employee-community 
group, which is the focus of this article: 

With 40 percent of respondents having more than six years 
of experience with online communities, we clearly tapped into 
an experienced and knowledgeable group. In general, we 
sought to: 

• test certain pieces of conventional wisdom about 
communities that have developed over our quarter-
century of experience, particularly with regard to 
return on investment (ROI), executive awareness and 
understanding, and community success

• explore respondents’ plans for technology over the 
next fi ve years, as well as their technology use today

• better understand the “network of infl uence” that 
informs community work today.

In t ranet  communi t ies  2004:  A  survey  
by  J enny  Ambrozek  and  Jo s eph  Co th r e l  

Employee 
communities 
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What is an online community today?
Before we explore our fi ndings, we should consider the 
concept that lies at the heart of this study. What is an “online 
community” today? The difference between a team and 
a community has long been debated, and many people 
disagree even today about the characteristics that separate 
them. A relatively recent term, network, has also entered the 
business vocabulary, and has an equally ambiguous relation to 
community. 

Recognizing this ambiguity, we let respondents lead the way. 
At the start of the survey, we asked them to identify which 
kind of virtual group — team, community or network — they 
were involved with the most, and then asked them to answer 
the survey questions from that perspective. In the employee 
community segment, 49 percent of respondents chose 
community, 29 percent team, and 22 percent network. Though 
we use the term “community” generically throughout this article 
to refer to all of these groups, it’s good to remember that there 
is some variation among respondents in how they identify their 
own efforts.

Where is conventional wisdom 
right — and wrong?
The composition of our respondent group reveals a lot 
about the diversity of community efforts taking place today. 
Community is found in a wide variety of functional areas of a 
business, with more than a quarter of respondents identifying 
an area outside the traditional knowledge management (KM) or 
learning areas. 

Given this diversity, does the conventional wisdom about 
communities still hold today? You can judge for yourself, but 
our conclusion was largely yes. Specifi cally:

• Community usage continues to grow. More than three-
quarters of respondents agreed or strongly agreed with 
the statement “Participation is growing.”

• Technology, if not the answer, is at least less of a 
question. Four out of fi ve respondents agreed or 
strongly agreed with the statement “Technologies are 
improving.”

• ROI continues to baffl e. Only one out of fi ve 
respondents disagree or strongly disagree with the 
statement “Most organizations can’t measure the return 
on investment.”

• Senior management is not yet on board. Senior management is not yet on board. Senior management is not yet on board Almost half of 
the respondents disagree or strongly disagree with the 
statement “Executives understand the value.”

• Advocates lack some of the basic data to educate Advocates lack some of the basic data to educate Advocates lack some of the basic data
and inform execs. Only one in three disagree with 
the statement “An absence of research/case studies 
inhibits adoption.”

There were some bright spots. Those who believe that an ever-
expanding number of community efforts might make it more 
diffi cult to attract users might be surprised to learn that less 
than one in fi ve think “Getting people to participate is harder 
than it used to be.” But keeping members may be a different 
story. Only one in four disagree with the statement “Retaining 
members is a problem.”

discussion forums
e-mail discussion

instant messenging
chat

teleconferencing
newsgroups

web conferencing
webcasts
weblogs

teamrooms
text messenging
wireless/mobile

RSS
social networking
expertise location

wiki
FOAF
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Figure 1: Technology trends 
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A fi nal question concerned the discipline of creating and 
managing communities. This question goes to the heart of how 
comfortable today’s community-builders feel about the methods 
and techniques available to do their jobs. Perhaps surprisingly, 
almost two-thirds of the group disagreed or strongly disagreed 
with the statement “The discipline of creating and running 
online communities has been adequately defi ned.”

When will new technologies 
begin to make an impact? 
In the technology arena, time has indeed marched on. We 
compiled a list of seventeen technologies most likely to be 
found in online communities today and in the near future:

• Chat Real-time text-based communication for groups. 

• Discussion forums Web-based threaded discussion 
(bulletin boards). 

• E-mail discussion lists E-mail lists set up so that any 
e-mail sent to the list address is automatically sent to all 
subscribers. 

• Expertise location Search and collaboration software 
that helps fi nd who-knows-what in an organization, and 
Expertise location
that helps fi nd who-knows-what in an organization, and 
Expertise location

often facilitates question-and-answer exchanges. 

• FOAF (Friend-of-a-Friend) Standards-based personal 
profi ling, used in social networking and other 
applications.

• Instant-messaging Real-time text-based communication 
via instant messaging networks. 
Instant-messaging
via instant messaging networks. 
Instant-messaging

• Newsgroups Platform for threaded discussion predating 
the web. 
Newsgroups
the web. 
Newsgroups

• RSS (Really Simple Syndication) XML-based content 
syndication used in blogs and other applications.

• Social networking Software that enables users to 
establish connections via the friend-of-a-friend principle. 
Social networking
establish connections via the friend-of-a-friend principle. 
Social networking

• Teamrooms A software platform designed for groups 
of people working together on a project, and typically 
including calendar, fi le storage, member directory, 
threaded discussion and document version control. 

• Teleconferencing Real-time voice communication over 
Internet or telephone. 
eleconferencing

Internet or telephone. 
eleconferencing

• Text messaging Real-time text-based communication 
using cell phones and other mobile devices. 
Text messaging
using cell phones and other mobile devices. 
Text messaging

• Webcasts Real-time web-based broadcasting of audio 
and video. 

• Web conferencing Real-time web-based viewing of 
presentation slides with audio via internet or telephone. 
Web conferencing
presentation slides with audio via internet or telephone. 
Web conferencing

• Weblogs Personal or collaborative webpage publishing 
in journal form. 
Weblogs
in journal form. 
Weblogs

• Wikis Collaborative webpage publishing and fi le 
sharing. 

• Wireless/mobile Group communication via wireless or 
mobile devices.

[for more information on weblogs and wikis, see p. 22]

For each of these technologies, we asked the respondents to tell 
us whether the virtual groups they were most involved with used 
it today, expected to use it one year from now, expected to use 
it fi ve years from now, or thought it unlikely to be used at all in 
the future. We also permitted the answer “Do not know.” Forty-
three of the respondents from the employee-community segment 
responded to this question. 

Figure 1 presents the results from this survey question. 
Technologies are listed from most-used (top) to least used for 
the entire survey group (customer and employee communities). 
In the far left column, you’ll note that discussion forums, e-mail 
discussion and teleconferencing are the most commonly used 
technologies by employee communities today, followed by 
instant messaging, chat and newsgroups. 

In the columns representing one year from now and fi ve years 
from now, the bars are color-coded to illustrate which tools are 
expected to increase in use from 2004 levels (purple), stay the 
same (blue), or be reduced (dark blue). As the chart shows, 
the most commonly used tools today are all expected to fall 
in usage in both the one-year and fi ve-year time frames. Two 
technologies, webcasts and weblogs, are expected to surge 
ahead this year only to fall below 2004 levels fi ve years out. 
Only fi ve of the 17 technologies are expected to show positive 

Figure 2: Major components of the infl uence network
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gains from 2004 levels fi ve years out: teamrooms, wireless/
mobile, RSS, expertise location and wikis. 

One surprise is that weblog use is expected to exceed that of 
discussion forums one year from now, but that effect is expected 
to fade fi ve years out. In fact, despite the positive growth in 
new technologies, the overall effect is a more even balancing 
of usage among the tools, rather than today’s predominance of 
forums and e-mail. 

Who’s infl uencing 
community-building today?
In addition to gathering information on respondents’ opinions, 
perceptions and plans, we had one more objective: We 
wanted to find out what individuals or efforts outside their own 
organization most influenced their work. We expected that the 
result would have two benefits: First, it would help users of our 
study identify sources of insight they might not know about. 
Second, it would help provide additional perspective on the 
answers respondents provided elsewhere in the survey.

To gather this information, we adopted the methods of 
social network analysis (SNA), a tool that helps users gain a 
better understanding of the connections that exist in a given 
population of people. For example, a business may use SNA to 
analyze patterns of collaboration in a department or business 
division. In these cases, SNA can reveal “structural holes” 
where a lack of collaboration creates problems or impedes the 
accomplishment of business goals. SNA has also been used to 
analyze social and political events and trends. Examples in the 
popular press have included analyses of the Al Queda terrorist 
network1 and book-buying habits among readers of political 
titles in various regions of the United States.2

To frame our question, we turned to a recognized expert in 
SNA: Rob Cross, assistant professor at the McIntire School 
of Commerce at the University of Virginia and author of The 
Hidden Power of Social Networks: Understanding How Work 
Really Gets Done in Organizations (2004). Cross helped us 
refi ne our objectives and craft a question that would provide 
the richest results. Among the challenges in this regard was 
the need to encompass not only the people who infl uenced 
community-building today, but the efforts people look to as 
exemplary or inspiring. The following question was included in 
the survey:

“Looking outside your organization, who do you look to 
as an inspiring example or a good source of advice regarding 
virtual communities? (Your answers can include communities, 
organizations or individuals. If you name an individual, please 
let us know organization and country. This question 
is optional.)”

Respondents identifi ed a total of 136 individuals, communities 
or organizations infl uencing their work today. A map of the 
main components of that network is provided in fi gure 2. A 
complete list of these “infl uencers” appears in our report. 

For this article, we conducted additional analysis around a 
subset of our respondents: those who have been most involved 
with employee (or intranet-based) communities. Thirty-eight 
respondents from this segment answered our question about 
infl uencers, and they identifi ed 54 unique infl uencers. The list 
includes 29 individuals, 13 communities/networks and 12 
organizations. Only 10 from this list were cited by more than 
one respondent. These are, beginning with the top-cited entry:

  KnowledgeBoard

 Etienne Wenger

 Howard Rheingold

 Nancy White

 KM Cluster

 CP Square

 Hubert Saint-Onge

 IBM Institute for Knowledge-Based Organizations

 Jonathan Spira

 Open Source Community

Most of the names on this list are familiar to anyone working 
in the knowledge management area. The top-cited infl uencer, 
KnowledgeBoard, is a highly active online community for 
European knowledge-management professionals, funded by the 
European Union’s Information Society Technologies program. 
Etienne Wenger, the most-cited individual on the list, coined the 
term “community of practice” in a 1991 book with Jean Lave 
and, with his more recent writings and consulting work, clearly 
continues to exert considerable infl uence on work being done 
with intranet-based communities. 

Next are two individuals — Howard Rheingold and Nancy 
White — and one organization, KM Cluster. Rheingold shaped 
much of the early thinking about online communities in his 
1993 book The Virtual Community: Homesteading on the 
Electronic Frontier. White is perhaps best known for founding 
the Online Facilitation community in Yahoo Groups, which has 
long been an important forum for managers and facilitators of 
online groups. KM Cluster is a US-based group that hosts in-
person events on knowledge-management topics in 11 locations 
in the United States and United Kingdom.

But this ranking is based only on number of mentions received 
— the equivalent of what social networking specialists call 
“direct ties.” To look beyond direct ties, we asked social 
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network analysis pioneer Valdis Krebs to help us. Krebs’s tool 
InFlow, which we used in our analysis, includes a measure 
called “Reach” that helps factor in the impact of indirect ties. 
Krebs believes that indirect ties are important in getting beyond 
the “popularity contest” aspect of networks. “It’s great to have 
many people seeking you out,” according to Krebs, “but it’s 
much better if other experts or infl uentials seek you out.” 

The impact of including indirect ties was more signifi cant for the 
total respondent group than for the employee group. However, 
this additional analysis did result in one infl uencer rising up 
in rank to the top of the list. That was Martha Maznevski, 
Professor of Organizational Behavior and International 
Management at the International Institute for Management 
Development in Lausanne, Switzerland. Her current research 
focuses on the on-going dynamics of high-performing teams 
and networks in multinational organizations. 

Emerging strategies
To supplement our numerical fi ndings, we included a number of 
free-text questions covering such areas as community defi nition, 
learning from the past, and expectations or predictions for the 
future. Through these responses, fi ve strategies emerged:

Think local and real. Virtual groups of all kinds are increasingly 
operating in face-to-face settings. There’s also a new focus 
on using virtual tools effectively for groups that are local, and 
therefore can also meet face-to-face.

Get networking. “Social software” is the term for a new 
generation of community tools that stress informal and emergent 
links between individuals. Anyone working with communities 
today should get to know these tools and explore their potential 
applications.

Empower the people. If there’s a single trend to be discerned 
in recent years, it’s providing people with the tools they need to 
organize and support communities on their own. For employee 
communities, this is supported by the growing availability 
of teamware tools that allow the creation of new spaces for 
communities or teams on an ad hoc basis.

Raise the bar on data. The persistent diffi culties with ROI are 
symptoms of a larger failure to measure online communities 
effectively. The data exists in many applications today; it’s just 
not being used.

Advocate and educate. Although community tools are 
becoming ubiquitous, there’s a clear lag in understanding 
and exploiting their potential. People charged with creating 
and supporting communities need to export some of their 
knowledge and skills into the business. 

What the future may hold
The free-text comments also offered rich thinking about more 
profound changes that may emerge from today’s online 
community efforts. If our respondents are correct, organizations 
will not only continue to embed online communities into 
business processes, but will increasingly come to resemble 
communities themselves. We leave you with a taste of their 
thinking:

“We’ve learnt that we cannot manage business without them. 
They grew organically fi rst and then companies had to work 
out how to manage them second (they were disruptive)... and 
they may well morph and defi ne a different company structure 
in the future based on teams that are really communities.” 

“What we’ve learned from virtual communities must be applied 
in corporations if they are to survive.”

“We are past the early adoption phase and much of the reluctance 
of the majority to participate is eroding. Virtual communities will be 
intrinsic to our work and social lives moving forward.”

Readers are invited to visit the Online Communities in Business 
wiki (http://www.socialtext.net/online-communities-in-business/) 
to access a copy of all the free-text responses and to offer 
their thoughts and reactions. The report can be found online at 
http://www.sageway.com/ocib.HTML. 

Jenny Ambrozek (jenny@sageway.net) is founder of 
SageNet LLC, a consulting practice helping businesses 
succeed by applying collaboration tools to connect 
with customers, partners and employees. She has 
special expertise in how to share knowledge and 
streamline operations and is actively involved in the 
Advanced Thinkers Summit.  Her introduction to online 
was a pioneering 1985 Australian Videotex project. 
She is editor of The Edutel Book: A Guide to Videotex 
in Education (1985).  Her writing for eContent and 
Workforce magazines, conference presentations and Workforce magazines, conference presentations and Workforce
the recent study reported here address the business of 
online community.

Joseph Cothrel’s (cothrel@comcast.net) consulting fi rm 
BTC provides research and strategic consulting services 
related to online community and collaboration.  Joe 
previously served as vice president of research at 
collaborative software vendor Participate Systems, 
research director in the Next Generation Research 
Group at Andersen, and senior researcher in the 
Global Best Practices Group, now part of 
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PriceWaterhouseCoopers.  His articles have appeared 
in MIT Sloan Management Review, MIT Sloan Management Review, MIT Sloan Management Review Strategy & 
Leadership, Leadership, Leadership IBM Knowledge Directions, IBM Knowledge Directions, IBM Knowledge Directions and many 
other publications.
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Andy Snider http://www.sniderassociates.com/default.htm
Chris Macrae http://www.valuetrue.com
Clay Shirky http://www.shirky.com
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dale-hunter.htm
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IOM.cfm?doc_id=1783
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Nancy White http://www.fullcirc.com
Ned Ruete http://www.iaf-world.org/about/facil/

ReuteFac101.cfm
Nor Azian http://www.perlis.uitm.edu.my/inka/ajk.php
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Buckman Laboratory http://www.buckmanlabs.com
Cisco Systems http://www.cisco.com
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Harvard University http://www.harvard.edu
Hewlett-Packard http://www.hp.com
IBM http://www.ibm.com
Intel http://www.intel.com
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Novell http://www.novell.com
Tapestry Networks http://www.tapestrynetworks.com

1 http://www.orgnet.com/hijackers.HTML

2 http://www.orgnet.com/divided.HTML
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